INTRODUCTION {#s1}
============

Of the estimated 36.7 million people living with HIV (PLHIV) globally in 2015, 2.5 million (6.8%) were in the World Health Organization (WHO) European Region,^[@R1]^ including 5 central Asian countries.^[@R2]^ Of the 2 million new infections globally in 2015, 170,000 (8.5%) are estimated to have taken place in that region.^[@R3]^ Although there is evidence of a stabilizing or decrease in numbers of newly infected elsewhere, rates of new adult HIV infections have increased dramatically in Eastern Europe and Central Asia.^[@R4]^

The region\'s 153,400 people newly diagnosed with HIV in 2015 corresponded to a rate of 17.6 per 100,000 population, a 7% increase over the previous year.^[@R5]^ The vast majority (79%) were in the eastern subregion comprising the 15 former Soviet Union countries, including Russia. Rates of new HIV diagnoses have consistently been highest in the eastern and lowest in the central subregions. Epidemic patterns differ between the 3 subregions, with the highest proportions of HIV diagnoses documented among men having sex with men in the western and central subregions, and among people who inject drugs or sex between men and women in the eastern subregion.^[@R5]^ Male to female ratios among PLHIV are, as a consequence, much higher in the western and central vs. eastern subregions.^[@R5]^

Since 2010, the European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control (ECDC) has supported countries in monitoring progress on their commitment to implementing the Dublin Declaration on Partnership to Fight HIV/AIDS in Europe and Central Asia.^[@R6]^ To monitor progress, a request is made to the relevant authority in each country to provide information through a tailored questionnaire on a number of key HIV-related issues. The questionnaire is sent out every 2 years and has, since 2014, included specific questions aimed at quantifying the stages of the continuum of HIV care in each country.^[@R7]^

The HIV continuum of care, or cascade of care, has emerged as a useful tool for monitoring the care pathway of PLHIV from diagnosis, through to engagement with and retention in care, initiating and maintaining adherence to antiretroviral therapy (ART), and achieving viral suppression. The concept of defining transition through health care stages was first proposed in 1972 in relation to hypertension^[@R8]^ and gained traction when it was applied to the HIV population in the United States.^[@R9]^

In 2014, the Joint United Nations Programme on HIV and AIDS (UNAIDS) launched the 90-90-90 target^[@R10]^ for countries to ensure that, by 2020, at least 90% of PLHIV are diagnosed, of whom 90% are on ART and of whom 90% are virally suppressed. The ambitious target corresponds to 4 stages of the continuum of HIV care and is supported by modeling work indicating that viral suppression among all PLHIV must reach very high levels to reduce HIV incidence significantly.^[@R11]^

Using data reported through the Dublin Declaration questionnaire 2016,^[@R7]^ our aim here is to report the best available estimates of the 90-90-90 target for the WHO European Region and make a number of recommendations aimed at supporting countries achieve the UNAIDS target.

METHODS {#s2}
=======

The 2016 Dublin Declaration questionnaire^[@R7]^ was sent in December 2015 to all 53 member states of the WHO European Region and to Liechtenstein and Kosovo (This designation is without prejudice to positions on status and is in line with UNSC 1244 and the ICJ Opinion on the Kosovo Declaration of Independence), which are not WHO member states ([Appendix 2](#A2){ref-type="app"}). As part of the process, the ECDC provided guidance on definitions for the stages of the care continuum (Table [1](#T1){ref-type="table"}), requested information on data sources, the year to which data referred, and followed up on data submitted, resulting in further data submission and clarification by reporting countries.

###### 

Definitions Used to Monitor the Continuum of HIV Care in the Dublin Declaration Monitoring Questionnaire 2016

![](qai-79-028-g001)

We report on the data submitted by countries on the HIV continuum of care estimates, focusing on differences between the subregions. For each country, we present the absolute number and/or proportion at each stage (1, the total number of PLHIV; 2, the number/proportion diagnosed; 3, the number/proportion on ART; and 4, the number/proportion virally suppressed), using the previous stage as the denominator. The overall proportion suppressed was also estimated using the denominator of all PLHIV. We estimate HIV prevalence for each country that reported data for stage 1, using Eurostat population data for 2015 (all ages) as denominator.^[@R12]^ For the 29 countries that provided complete data for all 4 stages, we then combined estimates to provide a regional estimate that aligns with the 90-90-90 target.

From the estimated number of individuals conceptually "lost,"^[@R13]^ or omitted by definition, from each stage of the continuum, ie, those with unsuppressed viremia, we derive the proportion each stage contributes to the total number of people living with unsuppressed viremia by taking the difference in absolute numbers between each stage and dividing by the overall number unsuppressed.

We report on progress since 2014 in achieving 90-90-90 and explore possible reasons for any improvements in estimates. Although definitions were provided to countries for the 4 stages in 2016 (Table [1](#T1){ref-type="table"}), no definitions were provided in 2014.^[@R7],[@R14]^ Comparisons should, therefore, be made with caution.

We also explore reasons for the lack of continuum data in countries and examine the main challenges in collecting and reporting data. Rates of new HIV diagnoses by country, obtained from published data,^[@R5]^ are also assessed by subregion and by whether continuum data were reported or not in the 2016 survey, to help assess the likely direction of any potential bias in our estimates.

RESULTS {#s3}
=======

Data Availability {#s3-1}
-----------------

The response rate to the Dublin Declaration questionnaire was high (48 of 55 countries, 87%). No continuum data were reported by 11 countries; 7 did not respond to the questionnaire, and 4 returned the questionnaire but provided no continuum data for any stage (Table [2](#T2){ref-type="table"} and Fig. [1](#F1){ref-type="fig"}).

###### 

WHO European Region Continuum of HIV Care Data Submitted by Subregions: The Dublin Declaration 2016
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![Overall trends in rates of new HIV diagnoses in the WHO European Region (per 100,000 population) by subregion and whether HIV continuum data were reported^ⱡ^ in the Dublin Declaration monitoring questionnaire 2016. ^ⱡ^The Dublin Declaration questionnaire was not returned for Belarus, Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, Liechtenstein, Monaco, Russian Federation, San Marino, and Turkmenistan, or the questionnaire was returned but no continuum of HIV care data were provided for any stage for Bosnia and Herzegovina, Finland, Iceland, and Turkey. Surveillance data for the entire period were not available for Bosnia and Herzegovina and Uzbekistan; thus, these countries are not included in the trends presented above. Data from the ECDC/WHO HIV/AIDS surveillance in Europe, 2015, was regrouped and analyzed for this graph.](qai-79-028-g004){#F1}

Countries in the eastern subregion that did not report any continuum data had appreciably higher rates of new HIV diagnoses than eastern countries reporting continuum data, and the highest rates of new HIV diagnoses overall compared with other subregions (Fig. [1](#F1){ref-type="fig"}), largely because of the cases from Russia. In the western subregion, the situation was reversed with somewhat higher rates of new diagnoses in the countries reporting continuum data than those not reporting. Rates were altogether low in the central subregion.

Of the 44 countries providing continuum data, 37 provided data for stage 1 (number of PLHIV), 42 for stage 2 (number diagnosed), 42 for stage 3 (number on ART), and 31 for stage 4 (number suppressed). Twenty-nine countries provided data for all 4 stages enabling complete construction of each of these countries\' continua to be made (Table [2](#T2){ref-type="table"}).

Continuum of HIV Care Estimates 2016 {#s3-2}
------------------------------------

An estimated 1,199,107 were PLHIV in the 37 member states, which provided stage 1 data, equivalent to an overall HIV prevalence of 0.19%, ranging from 0.02% in Slovakia to 0.84% in Estonia (Table [3](#T3){ref-type="table"}). In the 37 countries providing data for stages 1 and 2, the proportion of PLHIV reported diagnosed ranged from 38% in Tajikistan to 98% in Romania. Three countries reported meeting the first "90" of the UNAIDS target.

###### 

Estimated HIV Prevalence in 37 WHO European Region Countries Providing Data on Number of PLHIV in the Dublin Declaration Monitoring Questionnaire 2016
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The proportion on ART among those diagnosed in the 40 countries reporting numbers diagnosed and on ART, ranged from 27% in Latvia to 96% in Malta and the United Kingdom. Eight countries reported meeting the second "90" of the UNAIDS target (Table [2](#T2){ref-type="table"}).

Viral suppression rates for the 31 countries providing data for stages 3 and 4 ranged from 32% in Albania and Tajikistan to 97% in Switzerland. Eleven countries reported meeting the third "90" of the UNAIDS target.

The care continua for all 29 countries that provided data for all stages are shown in Figure [2](#F2){ref-type="fig"} (derived from Table [2](#T2){ref-type="table"}). In these countries, the overall continuum of HIV care estimate corresponding to the UNAIDS target is 81-84-88 (% diagnosed, % on ART, and % suppressed, respectively), equating to 60% viral suppression of all PLHIV. These proportions differed by subregion; 84-88-90, 84-69-62, and 57-45-57 for the western, central, and eastern subregions, respectively, equivalent to 66%, 36%, and 14% suppressed, respectively, of all PLHIV. Of note, substantial heterogeneity in estimates was evident within each subregion.

![The HIV continuum of care in the WHO European Region for 29 countries submitting data for all 4 stages in the Dublin Declaration monitoring questionnaire 2016. ART antiretroviral treatment proportions are shown out of the previous stage, ie, % diagnosed out of the number of PLHIV, % on ART of those diagnosed, and % virally suppressed of those on ART.](qai-79-028-g006){#F2}

Two countries in the region reported achieving 90-90-90 (Sweden and Denmark) equivalent to overall suppression rates of all PLHIV of 82% and 80%, respectively. The United Kingdom also reported meeting the overall UNAIDS target of 73% of PLHIV suppressed. Of the remaining countries, overall suppression rates were ≥70% for 2 countries, 60%--69% for 7, 50%--59% for 2, and \<50% for the remaining 15 countries. All 12 countries reporting overall suppression of ≥60% are in the western subregion; of the 15 with suppression rates \<50%, 2 were in the western, 6 in the central, and 7 in the eastern subregions.

In the 29 countries reporting data for the complete continuum, 349,329 individuals "lost" from the continuum comprised the total pool of people living with unsuppressed viremia. The relative contributions of each stage to the overall total unsuppressed were: an estimated 165,322 (47%) with undiagnosed HIV, 110,657 (32%) diagnosed who are not on ART, and 73,350 (21%) on ART without suppressed virus. These proportions equate to 48%, 30%, and 22% for undiagnosed, diagnosed not on ART, and on ART unsuppressed, respectively, in the western subregion, 25%, 40%, and 34% for the central subregion, and 51%, 36%, and 13% for the eastern subregion (Fig. [3](#F3){ref-type="fig"}).

![Relative contributions to the overall pool of unsuppressed viremia by stage of the HIV continuum of care in 29 countries in the WHO European Region reporting all 4 stages in the Dublin Declaration monitoring questionnaire 2016. Figures in bars are estimated numbers of individuals with unsuppressed viremia at each stage. Data are cross-sectional and do not reflect the time spent at each stage.](qai-79-028-g007){#F3}

Progress Since 2014 {#s3-3}
-------------------

Submission of continuum of HIV care data improved from 2014 to 2016: more countries provided estimates for at least 1 stage (44 in 2016 vs. 40 in 2014) and more submitted data for all 4 stages (29 vs. 16).

The estimated care continuum in 2016 was somewhat improved for the 16 countries reporting complete data in both 2014 and 2016 from 76-80-88 to 83-89-90. In 2016, a greater number of countries reported reaching ≥90% on ART (8/40 vs. 2/33 in 2014) and ≥90% suppressed (11/31 vs. 9/24); the same number reported reaching ≥90% diagnosed (3/37 vs. 3/23).

Of the 48 countries, which provided information on CD4 threshold for ART initiation in 2014, 4 countries recommended initiation regardless of CD4 cell count. By 2016, of the 48 countries providing this information, this figure reached 29.

Challenges With Collecting and Reporting Continuum Data {#s3-4}
-------------------------------------------------------

Thirty countries responded to a question about the main challenges in collecting continuum data and/or gave reasons for not providing continuum of care estimates. Key challenges can be summarized as follows, in no particular order:Lack of a consolidated national clinical data source, regularly updated, for example, through a cohort, from which numbers on ART and suppressed can be derived;Lack of a single source from which data to estimate all stages could be collated;Where clinical cohort data exist, the lack of a common identifier to allow for linkage with surveillance data;Inadequate data systems, for example, lack of/low quality of case reporting, or lack of electronic data;Lack of data and/or expertise to estimate number of PLHIV;Lack of financial and human resources to collect and analyze data.

DISCUSSION {#s4}
==========

Using data reported by countries through the Dublin Declaration questionnaire in 2016, we estimate the continuum of HIV care to be 81-84-88 for the WHO European Region, based on the 29 countries with complete continuum data. This equates to 60% of all PLHIV being suppressed. Although these figures represent an improvement over the 2014 estimates,^[@R14],[@R15]^ a concerted effort is clearly needed if the region is to reach the 90-90-90 target by 2020 given the high proportion unsuppressed.

Two countries in the region have, to date, achieved the UNAIDS target: Sweden and Denmark. Although this achievement is to be applauded, it is worth bearing in mind that estimated HIV prevalence in these countries is among the lowest in the western subregion. Their greater achievement may, therefore, be successful HIV-prevention interventions.

We also noted wide heterogeneity in estimates across the region, and within subregions. The care continuum is highest in the western subregion, and lowest in the eastern subregion. With an estimated care continuum of 84-88-90, many countries in the western subregion are much closer to reaching the 73% overall viral suppression target by 2020. At 57-45-57, a number of countries in the eastern subregion are lagging behind, possibly reflecting the younger epidemics in some. At current rates, they face major challenges in meeting the UNAIDS target. Given the substantial heterogeneity in estimates for each stage within each subregion, the focus should be on each country\'s continuum rather than that of the subregion within which it is located.

The continuum estimates presented here are comparable with, although somewhat higher than, findings from recent systematic analyses of published care continua for countries worldwide, including WHO European Region countries.^[@R16],[@R17]^ Although there may be differences between countries in methodologies and populations on which estimations are based, the data may be an indication of genuine improvements, given that these are largely the most recent estimates. Our estimates here are also comparable with recent estimates from UNAIDS^[@R4]^ and for 11 European Union countries in 2013.^[@R18]^

We found that countries in the eastern subregion that did not provide any continuum data, for example, Russia and Belarus, had higher rates of new HIV diagnoses, more than double those reporting continuum data. Given that the rate in the eastern subregion is dominated by Russia, one of the 11 countries not submitting data through the Dublin Declaration questionnaire, our overall estimates for the region, as a whole, and in Eastern Europe, in particular, are almost certainly over-optimistic.

There was no single stage for which data were available for all countries. The first stage, total estimated number of PLHIV, is arguably the most crucial as all subsequent stages depend on it and presents the greatest challenge to derive. An accurate estimate of this stage is, nonetheless, essential for planning, budgeting, implementing, and monitoring the national response to HIV. In the European region, only 37 countries provided these estimates in 2016, and greater effort is, therefore, required to support countries, particularly where no historical surveillance data are available. To help address this, the ECDC is supporting countries to use the ECDC HIV modeling tool to generate robust estimates of the number of PLHIV.^[@R19]^ Data for 12 countries with PLHIV estimates in a recent WHO publication were similar to our findings,^[@R20]^ with the exception of 3 countries for which estimates differed by ≥10% (Azerbaijan, Uzbekistan, and Greece).

Furthermore, the number undiagnosed is responsible for the largest share of unsuppressed viremia because of the number of individuals involved. We estimated that, across the whole region, it accounts for 47% of the total unsuppressed. Even in the western subregion, with 84% of all estimated PLHIV diagnosed, those remaining undiagnosed account for 48% of the total unsuppressed. These calculations highlight the importance of testing and diagnosis, given the potential for onward transmission from the large numbers undiagnosed. Although the length of time spent by individuals in each stage is not taken into account, these calculations likely underestimate the potential contribution to transmission of undiagnosed populations, given that some may remain in that stage for many years.

Changes to ART initiation guidelines are likely to have influenced the apparent improvement in the proportions on ART between 2014 and 2016 (from 80% to 89%). After the results of the START^[@R21]^ and TEMPRANO^[@R22]^ trials of when to initiate ART, most HIV treatment guidelines now recommend ART initiation on diagnosis, without the need of a CD4^+^ cell count.^[@R23]^ This change is, indeed, reflected in the data collected through the Dublin Declaration questionnaire, with 41 of the 48 countries reporting policies of initiating ART at CD4^+^ 500 cells/mm^3^ or higher. No doubt changes will follow for the remaining countries still using lower CD4^+^ thresholds. Beyond lack of access to ART, those who are diagnosed but not linked to or retained in care are also likely to account for the loss in numbers from the continuum at this stage.

Viral suppression rates are not expected to be 100% in any country, given that this figure will always include individuals who, at any 1 time, are newly diagnosed and/or have recently initiated ART and not yet reached viral suppression. However, this stage accounts for an appreciable proportion of potential HIV transmission, and the use of drugs in ART regimens that lead to rapid reductions in viremia after ART initiation is the key to reducing the risk of HIV transmission from treated individuals.

Limitations {#s4-1}
-----------

The major limitation to our findings is that there is no centralized quality assurance mechanism for all countries in the region, and limited information was provided by countries on how exactly these estimates were derived. For example, for stages 2, 3, and 4, countries responded on whether cohort or surveillance, or another source of data, was used, but not specifically on how the estimates were derived. Rather, we were reliant on accurate and robust data being provided by the appropriate authority in each country. Although standardized definitions for each stage of the care continuum were provided, it is unlikely that they were strictly applied by every country, often reflecting constraints on available data sources. Differences between countries may, therefore, be due to differences in methodology. Nonetheless, we take this opportunity to reiterate the call given by others^[@R14],[@R16],[@R17],[@R24],[@R25]^ and ourselves previously^[@R18],[@R26]^ that countries should use at least broadly similar definitions.

The lack of a single source from which all stages of the continuum can be estimated or an identifier that allows for linkage across different sources of data was cited by many as a major challenge. Although the availability of national cohorts is a valuable resource, innovative solutions are called for where these do not exist, such as the creation of virtual national cohorts through regular contact between government agencies and the centers providing HIV care. Investment, training, and support to countries are also needed to overcome any limitations in financial and technical capacity for collecting and analyzing care continuum data.

The analyses reported here, together with policy outputs associated with the Dublin Declaration monitoring process,^[@R27]^ highlight the need for intensified efforts if the region is to achieve the 90-90-90 target. It is worth bearing in mind; however, that reaching this target is not the overarching goal, which is to eliminate new infections and deaths. Nonetheless, the target serves as a yardstick by which governments and program directors can measure the success of their HIV care programs and be alerted to key areas that need specific attention.

CONCLUSIONS {#s5}
===========

Based on the evidence, we conclude with a number of recommendations that will help the region to achieve and surpass the 90-90-90 target. First, HIV testing programs need to be strengthened in all subregions, but especially in Eastern Europe. Crucial to the effective implementation of any testing program is the production of the subnational estimates of the undiagnosed epidemic^[@R28]^ and the removal of barriers to testing. Second, to increase their uptake, national HIV testing policies need to incorporate innovative approaches to testing, including community-based testing, self-testing, and home sampling. Third, there is an urgent need to reduce missed opportunities for HIV diagnosis in health services, particularly in primary care, through the adoption of routine or opt-out testing, where appropriate, and by implementing indicator condition-guided testing. Fourth, because early initiation of ART has been shown to be efficacious in improving the health outcomes of PLHIV and in reducing their viral load that, in turn, reduces the risk of transmitting HIV to others, a "test and treat" policy needs to be implemented in all countries in line with international guidelines. Fifth, access to treatment needs to be available to all, and barriers to such access need to be identified and removed, referral mechanisms strengthened, and laws that discriminate against key populations eliminated. Finally, close attention to the quality of HIV treatment and care provided is needed, to maximize the chance that all patients achieve sustained viral suppression, including the use of routine laboratory monitoring and adherence support.

In conclusion, there are wide disparities in the HIV continuum of care in the WHO European Region. Although countries in the western subregion are generally closing in on reaching 90-90-90, many countries in the central and eastern subregions are lagging far behind. It is difficult to envisage that a country can achieve 90-90-90 if it is unable to produce an accurate estimate of this measure. Priority needs to be given to resources which allow countries to address the challenge of producing robust continuum estimates and tracking progress toward achieving that goal.
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